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Sub-matter 2C
RURAL, SMALL TOWNS AND BUILT ENVIRONMENT

2C.1 Is there sufficient focus/explicit policy on rural issues (Box B1, Policy RE2, Policies H3, BE5&6)?

The NFU has never been entirely comfortable with the decision to treat rural issues as a thread running through combined urban/rural policy areas, although the positive references to agriculture, horticulture and forestry in Policy RE2 and sections of the supporting text in Chapter D7 have gone some way towards allaying those concerns from a purely farming point of view.  We will make more detailed observations about the Plan’s overall coverage of farming in its policies in our response on sub-matter 6B.
We welcome the recognition in Policy H3 that some housing development will be needed in rural areas to meet social or economic needs, and in Policy BE6 that limited, small-scale affordable housing should be positively planned in villages to meet defined local needs.  The co-location of employee housing with both existing and new rural businesses of all types is logical.  The shortages of skilled labour and suitable housing, together with the prohibitive cost of existing housing, make it difficult for rural businesses to expand or diversify.  This problem is exemplified by the planning obstacles constantly encountered by growers across the region who must resort to stationing mobile homes on farms to house essential seasonal harvest workers.  We would like the plan to provide for key-worker housing on farms, to meet the requirement of diversified activities (agricultural as well as non-agricultural) and to take account of the inevitable restructuring of farms in the wake of Common Agricultural Policy reform.  We understand that such provision might require a broadening of the restrictive tests in PPS7.
2C.3 Is the draft RSS’s approach to the Built Environment soundly based and sufficiently regionally specific, particularly on suburban renewal and on the urban rural fringe (Policies BE3 and BE4)?
While we acknowledge that there are a number of causes of urban rural fringe problems, it is evident that, in many cases of dereliction and under-use of land, the original occupiers were farmers who succumbed to the various pressures of encroaching built development that ultimately led to their ceasing farming.  Contributing factors include: the intolerance of adjacent farming operations by residents of new housing; the inflation of land prices due to rising development values; the fragmentation of agricultural holdings for amenity purposes and the consequent ‘cherry picking’ of the best land; and vandalism in various forms.  Co-ordinated planning policies that integrate urban development with viable farming enterprises (the ‘productive landscape’ of Box BE2) will counter these influences and could provide a low-cost means of establishing much needed additional green space and public access to it.  
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